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Diversity Dialogues . . .
Let’s Talk About Race*
Ronald Wheeler**
Despite other scholars’ suggestions that law librarianship and the American 
Association of Law Libraries lack diversity, Mr. Wheeler examines numerical and 
anecdotal data indicating that efforts to promote racial and ethnic diversity within 









will	 be	 instructive	 to	 look	 more	 closely	 at	 AALL	 and	 to	 examine	 some	 of	 the	
numerical	and	anecdotal	data	available	to	get	a	clearer	picture	of	the	association’s	
current	racial	and	ethnic	diversity.3	




on	AALL	 is	 therefore	 likely	 to	yield	 information	 that	 can	be	 extrapolated	 to	 the	





	 1.	 E.g.,	 Alyssa	 Thurston,	 Addressing the “Emerging Majority”: Racial and Ethnic Diversity in 
Law Librarianship in the Twenty-First Century,	104 lAw liBR. J. 359, 2012 lAw liBR. J. 27;	Yvonne	J.	
Chandler,	Why Is Diversity Important for Law Librarianship?,	90 lAw liBR. J. 545 (1998).
	 2.	 Thurston,	supra	note	1,	at	360,	¶	3.
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AALL Diversity Committee Survey
¶3	 In	 May	 2011,	 the	AALL	 Diversity	 Committee,	 of	 which	 I	 was	 a	 member,	
conducted	an	online	survey	of	the	AALL	membership	regarding	diversity.4	To	my	
knowledge,	this	survey	was	the	first	of	its	kind	to	be	done	in	AALL	history.5	In	her	











yielding	 a	 return	 rate	 of	 approximately	 15%.9	Although	 relatively	 low,	 given	 the	











	 7.	 For	a	very	brief	discussion	of	survey	design	and	reliability,	see	Surveys: Tracking Opinion, To 
Trust or Not?, nAt’l Sci. found.,	http://www.nsf.gov/news/special_reports/survey/index.jsp?id=trust	
(last	visited	Mar.	4,	2014).








	 9.	 AALL	 Diversity	 Survey	 Results	 2011, http://www.zoomerang.com/Shared/SharedResults
PasswordPage.aspx?ID=L26626QZVBGZ	(last	visited	Mar.	4,	2014).
	 10.	 See, e.g., Susan	E.	Wyse,	What Is a Good Response Rate for a Random Survey Sample?, SnAp 
SuRveYS	 (Mar.	 29,	 2012),	 http://www.snapsurveys.com/blog/good-response-rate-random-survey
-sample/	(asserting	that	a	survey	of	a	population	of	5000	needs	only	357	responses,	or	a	7%	response	
rate,	 to	 have	 a	 95%	 confidence	 level	 and	 a	 5%	 margin	 of	 error);	 Donna,	 Survey Response Rates, 
SuRveYgiZmo (Jan.	 28,	 2010),	 http://www.surveygizmo.com/survey-blog/survey-response-rates/	
(asserting	 that	a	10–15%	response	rate	on	an	external	 survey	 is	average); Am.	Acad.	of	Political	&	
Soc.	Sci.,	The Nonresponse Challenge to Surveys and Statistics, SociAl Science SpAce (May	7,	2013),	
http://www.socialsciencespace.com/2013/05/the-nonresponse-challenge-to-surveys-and-statistics/	
(arguing	that	“high	rates	of	nonresponse	do	not	necessarily	translate	into	bias.”).
	 11.	 AALL	Diversity	Survey	Results	2011,	supra note	9.





United	 States	 population	 comprises	 people	 of	 color.14	While	 229	 members	 com-
prise	only	4.5%	of	AALL,	we	should	be	able	to	draw	somewhat	accurate	conclusions	






bers	are	entirely	meaningless.	 I	 think	 it	 is	 safe	 to	presume	that	 the	survey	results	
have	 some	 similarity	 to	 the	 demographics	 of	 the	 larger	 membership.	 Many	 will	
disagree	with	me	on	this	point.	Some	will	argue	that	the	numbers	overestimate	the	
racial	 and	 ethnic	 makeup	 of	 AALL	 because	 people	 of	 color	 are	 likely	 to	 have	

















questions.17	Yet	 the	number	of	people	 responding	affirmatively	 to	 the	application	
	 12.	 This	figure	could	be	misleading,	however,	because	respondents	were	able	to	choose	more	than	
one	category.
	 13.	 AALL	 Diversity	 Survey	 Results	 2011,	 supra	 note	 9.	 The	 racial	 and	 ethnic	 categories	 listed	
were	American	Indian	or	Alaskan	Native,	Black	or	African	American,	East	Asian,	Hawaiian	or	Pacific	
Islander,	Hispanic	or	Latina/-o,	Middle	Eastern,	Mixed	Race,	South	Asian,	and	Other.
	 14.	 Karen	R.	Humes	et	al.,	Overview of Race and Hispanic Origin: 2010,	2010 cenSuS BRiefS, Mar.	
2011, at 4	tbl.1	(Mar.	2011),	available at	http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-02.pdf.	
	 15.	 Am. ASS’n of lAw liBRARieS, AAll memBeRShip diRectoRY	2013–2014,	at	363,	363–76	(2013).
	 16.	 AALL Membership Application,	 Am. ASS’n of lAw liBRARieS,	 http://www.aallnet.org/Home
-page-contents/Join-benefits/new-member-brochure.pdf	(last	visited	Mar.	4,	2013).
	 17.	 See BRidgett A. King, the effect on StAte policY of individuAl vote deciSionS of AfRicAn 
AmeRicAnS in pReSidentiAl And midteRm electionS, 1996 to 2008 (2012)	 (unpublished	 Ph.D.	





Other Numbers from AALL
¶7	There	are	other	indications	that	progress	is	being	made	and	that	the	level	of	
diversity	within	AALL	has	 increased	over	 the	years.	 If	we	accept	 the	numbers	 in	
Thurston’s	article,	we	can	even	see	progress	there.	Thurston	reports	that	in	1993	the	
percentage	of	minorities	in	law	librarianship	was	8.9%.18	She	cites	the	1999	AALL	
salary	 survey	 as	 indicating	 a	 12%	 racially	 nonwhite	 identification	 among	 AALL	
professional	 members.19	 That	 same	 survey	 in	 2005	 reported	 that	 14.7%	 of	 law	

















worthy	 numbers.	 Thurston	 points	 out	 that	 “minorities	 composed	 only	 25%	 of	




	 19.	 Id. at	363,	¶	9.
	 20.	 Id.
	 21.	 Am. ASS’n of lAw liBRARieS, AAll memBeRShip diRectoRY 2011–2012, at 379,	379–91	(2011).
	 22.	 Am. ASS’n of lAw liBRARieS, supra	note	15,	at 363,	363–76.
	 23.	 We	know	that	 the	AALL	membership	 is	 less	 than	5000,	 so	 these	numbers	are	used	not	as	
proof	of	the	exact	percentages	but	rather	to	demonstrate	a	steady	upward	trend.	Indeed	because	many	
people	of	color	do	not	identify	as	minorities,	I	suspect	the	percentages	are	in	reality	higher.
	 24.	 Thurston,	supra note	1,	at	368,	¶	26.
	 25.	 Id.	at	369,	¶	28.
	 26.	 Id. at	368	n.63.
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applicants	 and	 18.8%	 of	 those	 admitted	 for	 the	 2006–07	 academic	 year”	 to	 the	




¶10	 Moreover,	 many	 library	 and	 information	 science	 schools	 have	 similarly	
good	statistics.	Here	is	a	randomly	selected	and	geographically	diverse	sampling	of	











membership.	 Take	 our	 very	 recent	 AALL	 Executive	 Board	 election	 results	 as	 an	






Conference	 of	 Newer	 Law	 Librarians	 (CONELL)	 as	 a	 new	 law	 librarian,	 I	 recall	





	 28.	 Humes	et	al., supra note	14,	at	4	tbl.1	(sum	of	all	nonwhite	percentages	of	total	population	
listed	for	2010).
	 29.	 ASS’n foR liBRARY & info. Sci. educ., liBRARY And infoRmAtion Science educAtion StAt-
iSticAl RepoRt 2012	at	123,	123–30	tbl.II-3-c-2-LIS.




California.	See	Steven	P.	Anderson,	AALL Election Results for 2014, Am. ASS’n of lAw liBRARieS, http://
www.aallnet.org/Home-page-contents/NewsCallout/AALLElectionResultsfor2014.html.
	 32.	 Ronald	Wheeler,	AALL Diversity Redelineated,	106	lAw liBR. J. 135, 136 n.4,	2014	lAw liBR. 
J.	8.
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¶15	 Diversity	 begets	 diversity.	 Racial	 homogeneity	 enforces	 homogeneity	 in	
ways	that	have	nothing	to	do	with	intentional	bias.	“Over	85	percent	of	Americans,	
for	 example,	 get	 their	 jobs	 through	 acquaintance	 contacts.	 [Therefore]	 racially	






minority	 law	 librarians	 coupled	 with	 the	 relatively	 homogeneous	 group	 of	 aca-







	 36.	 Including	 Pauline	 Aranas,	 Rhea	 Ballard-Thrower,	 Roy	 Balleste,	 Femi	 Cadmus,	 Lauren	
Collins,	Helane	Davis,	Vicenç	Feliú,	Ruth	Hill,	Robert	Hu,	Ulysses	Jaen,	June	Liebert,	Julie	Lim,	Frank	
Liu,	 Joyce	 McCray	 Pearson,	 Raquel	 Ortiz,	 Phebe	 Poydras,	 Michelle	 Rigual,	 DeCarlous	 Spearman,	
Arturo	Torres,	and	Ronald	Wheeler.
	 37.	 See, e.g.,	Chandler,	supra	note	1;	Raquel	J.	Gabriel,	Diversity in the Profession,	102	lAw. liBR. 
J. 147,	2010	lAw liBR. J.	8;	Joan	S.	Howland,	Diversity Deferred,	90	lAw. liBR. J. 561	(1998);	Dwight	
King,	Rhea	A-L	Ballard,	Helena	Lai	&	Grace	M.	Mills,	Profiling Minority Law Librarians: A Report on 
the 1992–93 Survey,	87 lAw. liBR. J. 247	(1995);	Joyce	A.	McCray	Pearson,	Diversity in AALL—It Does 
Exist,	90	lAw. liBR. J. 541	(1998);	Roy	M.	Mersky,	Commentary,	AALL and the Road to Diversity,	85	
lAw. liBR. J. 859	(1993);	Thurston,	supra	note	1.
	 38.	 clAude m. Steele, whiStling vivAldi: how SteReotYpeS Affect uS And whAt we cAn do 
25 (2010).
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demic	directors	served	to	enforce	the	status	quo.	But	as	the	numbers	of	minority	
middle	 managers	 increased,	 people	 of	 color	 became	 a	 part	 of	 social	 and	 profes-
sional	networks	that	provided	more	connections	and	more	opportunities.

























look	 demographically	 more	 and	 more	 like	 the	 larger	 population	 of	 the	 United	
States.	It	also	means	that	continued	efforts	are	needed.	Most	of	all,	though,	it	means	
that	we	 can	 be	proud	 of	our	 efforts.	On	 a	personal	note,	 it	means	 that	 we	are	 a	
profession	that	I	am	proud	to	be	a	part	of.
	 39.	 For	a	biography	of	Nancy	P.	Johnson’s	career,	links	to	her	curriculum	vita,	and	a	listing	of	her	
many	publications,	 see Directories: Nancy P. Johnson, gA. StAte univ. coll. of lAw, https://law.gsu
.edu/directory/affiliations.php?id=53	(last	visited	Mar.	4,	2014).
	 40.	 Nancy	P.	Johnson	has	taught,	developed,	and	mentored	countless	librarians	of	color	over	the	
years.	Her	many	accomplishments	and	efforts	 that	helped	diversify	 the	profession	of	 law	 librarian-
ship	are	detailed	 in	a	 letter	nominating	her	 for	 the	2014	AALS	Section	on	Law	Libraries	and	Legal	
Information	Award	(on	file	with	author).
